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A building connecting separated communities and opening up for learning and development.

Theme B: Contexts, Complexities, Challenges and Collaborations of Culture and Activity.
Sub theme: Learning and development in community space.
Symposium: From space to place
By Erik Axel, Roskilde University, Roskilde. E-mail: eaxel@ruc.dk

Producing something for general use involves the designers’ anticipation of the use of the object. Personal as well as professional experience is involved in the design anticipations of the process. Using an object means exploring it as a concrete arrangement for our everyday conduct of life. Living in a house means staying in a place, formed by experiences and anticipations of different ways of living, of social regulations of who can be where, and used for varied concrete purposes. Professionals in the construction business build houses for living, for working, for events etc. in no systematic sequence. This, among other things, separates design and use, which is worth investigating in order to understand the problems involved in connecting the design of a house and analyzing the experience of a user.
We undertook a preliminary investigation of how a dormitory for visiting students from abroad was constructed by different professional groups architects/engineers/craft persons, and how it was used by some groupings of students.
In the beginning of the construction process our interviews with the architects revealed that the     architect designing the house collaborated with an architect at the university. At meetings they arranged the house as a place with opportunities for activities based on their student experience living in dormitories some years ago. From these discussions they got a general idea of what was needed, the kitchens had to be large to make people get together there, and the hallways had to accomodate for people to stop up and talk together. Washing machines were set-up in locations behind the kitchens with no doors between them, the idea being that you could enter the kitchen and socialize while the machine washed. To accomodate for present developments cables for internet and hot-spots were provided in the walls.
When doing an interview after the house was finished a foreign student told us how there were locations giving opportunities for contact and socializing. Arriving at the beginning of the semester it was common to go through the hallways with videos and inviting other inmates to see it, or to enter the kitchen and make food with others there in order to get contact. The hotspots made it possible for inmates to invite other students with whom they were doing project work to come and work at the house. The large kitchens were opportunities for partying with students from other dormitories, and connect with the Danes from other sections of the building isolating themselves. The janitor was surprised at the supposed function of the washing machines. Since other dormitories at the campus did not provide washing machines, the ones at the house investigated were in constant use, overloaded and noisy, making people stay away from the kitchen.




This presentation is part of an empirical investigation of the construction of a student hall close to Roskilde University. The analysis here will focus on what it means to plan and construct a thing, in this case a house, for a certain purpose for a specified group of people. We shall analyze the relation between intended and actual use. In the end such an analysis will help us develop the practice of planning.
Producing something for general use involves the designers’ anticipation of the use of the object. Personal as well as professional experience is involved in the design anticipations of the process. Using an object means exploring it as a concrete arrangement for our everyday conduct of life. Living in a house means staying in a place, which is formed by experiences and anticipations of different ways of living, of social regulations of who can be where, and which is used for varied concrete purposes.
Professionals describe the relation between intended and actual use as a separation. They state that they cannot clearly anticipate the use of a house. They may build it for retired seniors and discover that young families move in. Other professionals may claim that they build a house for none in particular, all the same you can hear them talk about the concrete functionalities of the house when they design it. Maybe it is a consequence of these problems that the professionals appear to concentrate on the routine technical aspects of how to bring the house together.

We Study Things in Space and Time to Find Out What Is the Matter
The separation of intended and actual use of things involves at least professionals convening somewhere to construct the things and users taking them into use somewhere. Space and time are aspects of this. Space and time has been an issue in human sciences for many years. Bourdieu and Giddens have pointed to the importance of the notions.
The present discussion centers around the notion of space and time itself, and the relation of space and time to development and contradictions in praxis. Casey's phenomenological contribution is to see our understanding as located in places, to see space as regions of places with intimate immensity. Harvey remarks that cultivating the spirit of places can be seen as defensively trying to keep things as they are by disconnecting them. His project is more radical. To understand things in space and time is to understand their intimate immensity in their change and development. This means to see a place as a process, and thereby permeated by other places. We must be able to understand how human beings change and develop in their handling of things in time and place. 

Space, place, time and things
However, if space, place, time, and things are concrete aspects of praxis we might question the theoretical significance of these aspects. What do we need them for? In praxisbased approaches it is common to understand development through contradictions in praxis. Couldn't we just as well simply investigate praxis, its contradictory organization, and the differentiated actions therein? We need a notion of landscape, place, time, and things as aspects of praxis for the following reason. With these we are given the opportunity for concrete investigations of how human beings contribute to and shape each other's acts with things. The things are brought together for different purposes and play different parts in different relations, while at the same time being shared and rearranging the acts of participants. For example, a newly built house appears today as many different things for many different people from different locations, which all the same belong together: For the engineers it is a static construction around some service functions, for the users it is a possibility for living, for the art critic it is a building in a postmodern style, for the construction engineers it is an industrial product, for the public manager it is a part of urban planning. These are separate things since for example the static computations can be performed without knowledge about the political decisions for the building of the house, they are all the same connected because for example political decisions have consequences for the computations to be performed, et vice versa. Thus things in space and time constitute configurations of things in relation to each other, which at one and the same time are meaningful to the participants while being accidental, unanticipated and mutable. By investigating how the complex thing is constructed and used we find at one and the same time the relations and accidental or mutable aspects. We see how the house became what it was, and how it could have been different. Especially when a house comes into use this play between reasons for building and unanticipated use becomes marked.
This confrontation between anticipating reasons for doing something and unanticipated events is intimately tied to things in time and space. What happens may appear accidental to the participants, but is a way the praxis of intertwined and more or less coordinated actions with things appear. The apparently accidental events are actually deeply engrained in the contradictions of developing social praxis. The surprise of the unanticipated event is at one and the same time an expression of participants not knowing everything and the swaying movement of contradictions in praxis. Thus, by including things in space and time we find local expressions of very comprehensive social movements. We find these local expressions in the way they appear to the participants, as sources of wonder and curiousity, as opportunities to investigate what happened, and what goes on.  In other words we find them as opportunities for learning, which, to quote Jean Lave, is engagement in changing praxis. In the presentation of starting to use a house we shall see the interplay between reasons for building it and its unanticipated use, and how more comprehensive issues appear and move in this interplay. We shall focus on reasons for the different participants, and thereby on specific pertinent aspects of the case. We could focus on very broad economic issues, but these will be left out here.

An investigation of planning and using a house.

The dormitory for foreign students at Roskilde University was built to bring Danish and foreign students togethers, since foreign students commonly became isolated at the university. The clients also had a vision of building an aesthetically pleasing house, which at the same time would remain low cost so that the students could pay a low rent.

The architects drew upon their experience with dormitories as students. One of them spent a lot of time in the kitchen socializing there, the door to his room close to the kitchen always staying open. The other architect had preferred to stay with friends in the privacy of his room. They agreed that both possibilities should be there. On the basis of such deliberationas the house was designed with large kitchens and with hallways to the sleeping rooms, which had been made smaller to enlargen the kitchen. In the kitchens were separate sections for the washing machines. The idea was to make residents socialize in the kitchen while using the washing machines.

Taking a house into use is often a turbulent affair, and the present case was very turbulent, for economic reasons and reasons of quality. Half a year after its being taken into use, Klaus and I interviewed a Latvian female student who had been in the house for some time. We wanted to hear how the students socialized in the house.
The kitchens worked as an opportunity for socializing as the architects had foreseen. The large kitchens were used for parties for the foreign students. We were told that in the beginning the parties took place every day. As time passed they did not take place so often. There students also grouped themselves, boisterous boys who wanted to get drunk stayed in the kitchen. Those who wanted to talk and hear about each other retracted to one of the private rooms, where they stayed together for the rest of the evening.
The small kitchens were used for project work, a form of studying for which Roskilde University is known. The house offered internet facilities, and students, not staying in the dormitory, but being in the group were invited.
We also asked whether the washing machines offered an opportunity for contact. She told us that other student halls at the university did not provide washing machines. So foreign students came to visit their friends at the dormitory investigated to wash their clothes. Afterwards we heard that our question about washing machines caused amusement. The washing machines were extremely noisy, and nobody could hear what was said in the kitchen. Since so many students came to wash, the machines were in constant use, and being cheap broke down under the unexpected workload. In this way the machines offered an opportunity for contact, but not in the way intended. The spatial arrangements, the pattern of contact between students at the university became conditions within which the students developed ways of living, and in this praxis they learned to know each other.
Inherent in the statements from the Latvian student we see that the foreign students mostly got to know other foreign students. There were several reasons for this. Foreign student could only enter project groups with other foreign students. Additionally, in the building Danish and foreign students had each their own sections. The foreign students tried to do something about this state of affair, they arranged a party, where Danish students were invited, but no Dane appeared.





It is interesting to see that the kitchen was an opportunity to socialize, it worked in ways close to the intended, but this did not support the intention of bringing the foreign students together with Danish students. The foreign students weren't able to attract the Danish students from the house or the university to their premisses. Thus, it is also true that the kitchen does not work as intended, it's use depends on a much wider space than the architectural arrangements. In the unanticipated use more comprehensive issues arise. This meant that the house wasn't used in intended ways. The clients intend to build a house offering opportunities for socializing with Danes wasn't fulfilled, and he deliberated using it for other purposes.
This observation has repercussions for planning a house as a specified arrangement. The finished house just taken into use is as much a part of a surprising, not totally known comprehensive and contradictory praxis, as the house being designed and constructed. The difference between the practices is of course their patterns of connections. As we saw, to build a house does not have one purpose, but several, aesthetic, economic, and social ones. We cannot maintain one purpose through the design, construction and use of a building. We must carefully weigh the involved purposes during the process, under the present circumstances as well as under the anticipated ones. At the same time we must acknowledge that we can get surprised during the process, also when the house is taken into use. If goal directed action has any meaning, this must be it.
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